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     We are familiar with people going to jail for various forms of illegal 
trading, but we probably have never thought about illegal trading going on 
in the house of God. It goes on and we all have participated in it in various 
ways. It’s possible for us to recognize how we participate in it and turn that 
part of our lives around. That is the meaning of ‘repent,’ by the way – to 
turn around and go the other way. 
     Spiritual definition: Illegal trading is taking something God entrusts you 
with and trading it for something He does not want you to have or 
something you don’t need nearly as much as what you are giving away. 
     1. One of the most obvious examples of illegal trading in the Bible 
occurred when Esau traded his birthright for a bowl of soup. He traded a 
spiritual position to satisfy a temporary physical desire. It was a trade the 
Bible says he was never able to reverse even though he sought to with 
tears (Hebrews 12:17). 
     2. Samson traded his supernatural strength and his ministry as a judge 
for sexual pleasure. Of course, we know he paid for it with his life and no 
doubt many eternal rewards. 
     3. When Jesus was arrested, Peter denied knowing Him. He traded his 
devotion to Jesus for temporary freedom from persecution. He was more in 
awe of people than God at that moment. 
     4. When Ananias and Sapphira told Peter they had received a certain 
sum for selling a piece of land, they traded their future as useful Christians 
to impress the members of their church fellowship. Any swapping of truth 
for false impressions or appearances falls under illegal trading. 
     5. At a huge gathering in 1 Samuel 13, Saul performed ceremonies 
reserved for Samuel because the prophet was late and the people were 
restless and about to leave. Saul traded God’s trust in him as a leader in 
order to keep the people’s support. This was one of the acts that caused 
him to lose God’s favor. He did a similar thing later (1 Sam 15:24), and 
God removed His Spirit from him. How much do we trade away today to 
keep the people? Much of the illegal trading in the Church is done to get or 
keep people. 
     6. When David had Uriah killed, he traded the life of a loyal soldier to 
make his sin invisible to others. Of course, it didn’t work. God saw it, and 
Nathan announced it. Of course, he traded much more than that when he 
had Uriah killed. Scripture records a terrible price. 
     7. When Eve ate the forbidden fruit, she traded eternal life with God for 
a false offer to become like God. She already had the best way to become 
like God...her fellowship with Him. 



     8. When Jesus was arrested, the Jews traded the Son of God for a 
jailed murderer. "Barabbus," by the way, means ‘a son of God.’ They 
traded a son of God for the Son of God.	  
     9. When we join in on damaging talk or jokes about another person, we 
trade our position as a guardian of our brothers and sisters in order to get 
along with the culture. Our words have great power for good or destruction 
in the lives of others. 
     10. When we do needless ‘name dropping’ when socializing with 
others, we trade social privileges God has given us to raise other people’s 
estimation of ourselves. We gain favor with people. We lose favor with 
God. 
     11. Do we not constantly trade quality time with God for human 
company, television, movies, or other personal interests...or even sleep? 
On a more subtle level, our constant consumption of sermons and 
teaching sometimes replaces going to God one on one to see what He 
might say or show us. Ministries are called to mature us, not ‘keep’ us 
(Ephesians 4). 
     12. Do we not sometimes exchange the opportunity to speak a 
corrective word into a bad situation to maintain an unhealthy peace with 
others? 
     13. We sometimes trade kairos for chronos, that is, God’s time for 
man’s time. Last year, I went to a two-day church meeting out of town. The 
pastor had invited two wonderfully prophetic people from the east and an 
anointed preacher from another country. The personal prophetic words 
flowed both days to many people, and the preaching wonderfully brought 
us to brokenness before God. As a friend used to say, "Things were really 
cooking." On the second day, I sat behind three people dressed in rather 
striking emergency jackets with reflector stripes like law enforcement 
would use at night. One was a church member who asked if the leader of 
her first responder unit could get up and say something about their team. 
The pastor looked blank and unbelieving at the uniformed people before 
him but finally nodded. The leader got up and went on and on about his 
unit and his emergency credentials. After about ten minutes, he finished 
and left the church, apparently unaware of what was going on there even 
though he had sat in the service from the beginning. I felt the pastor could 
have tactfully said, "Sir, it’s a wonderful cause, but can we do this at a later 
time?" How can we do a better job of taking our shoes off in the manifested 
Presence of God? How can we maintain true ‘sanctuary’ when the Spirit is 
moving? 
     14. We often substitute programming and predictability for sensitivity to 
the realtime movement of God. I once had a pastor who said, "Program the 
meeting thoroughly. The Spirit will come in through the cracks." I’ve always 
thought God deserves more than the cracks. It’s okay to plan a meeting, 



but we really cannot program the unique power source of the Church. 
Jesus was talking about the sovereignty of the Holy Spirit when He said to 
Nicodemus, "The Spirit breathes where He will, and you hear His voice, 
but you do not know from where He comes or where He goes. Thus it is 
with everyone who is born of the Spirit" (John 3:8). Few stop to realize 
what a bombshell the last sentence is... So it is with everyone born of the 
Spirit. That means we flow as He flows. We are to be Spirit-blown people 
no matter which way the natural winds are blowing. If neither you nor I 
know what God wants to do in a meeting, that doesn’t mean no one else 
does. We should locate, mentor, and use our prophetic people. God put 
more than a hammer in any church’s toolbox.	  
     15. This is very similar to the last point. It’s easy to put expert 
information over inspiration. Perfect information does not transfer spiritual 
perfection to us. We are only changed through active relationship with 
God. The Pharisees thought they had spiritual Life from constantly poring 
over the scriptures. But Jesus told them, You only get Life from the One 
the scriptures are talking about. That’s Me (Jn 5:39)! This trade happens 
for convenience and control. We can control information, but only the Holy 
Spirit can give the Mind of God to a speaker for a particular time and place. 
These two things have a very different spiritual sound. 
     16. Many relinquish exploits and adventures (Dan 11:32; Hebrews 
11:32-34) with God for the ease of staying in a safe place. They trade the 
depths and the heights of relationship with God, constantly returning to 
lifeless things for the security of the familiar. God would like to be able to 
use us more greatly not only here but even in "the ages to come" (Eph 
2:7:Heb 6:5) to be a perfect representation of His glory "to the principalities 
and powers in the heavenly places" (Eph 3:10), but He can’t if we remain 
unchanged. Our fulness in Christ comes from giving up human security to 
be spiritually stretched for a more blessed place in Him. If we insist on 
staying where we are (or the way we are), we trade away our futures in 
Christ. Abraham left home not knowing where he was going... (Heb 11:8). 
It was enough for him just to know he was to go. A believer named Bono 
said, "Religion is what is left when God moves on and we don’t." So then, 
how religious are we? 
     17. In the Bible many people traded the words of true prophets for the 
comfort of false prophets. This was strongly visible in Jeremiah’s ministry. 
Do you think church people today love truth about their lives or the 
condition of their nation more than people in the Bible did? 
     18. We trade the Bible as it actually is for our own edited version. I often 
hear the Jehovah’s Witnesses criticized for revising their New World 
Translation every few years to remove more evidence that Jesus is God. 
The fact is our Bibles are also continually shrinking simply because we 
profess less and less of what’s in it as our culture deteriorates. What 



speaker today will read all of Romans 1 before a congregation in which 
there is an active homosexual union? Yes, we are back to illegal trading to 
keep the approval of people. 
     19. In many ways we trade our children’s and grandchildren’s futures 
away by refusing to confront the spiritual and moral slide of the culture 
where we individually live. (This was the attitude of Hezekiah when he 
said, "at least I will have peace in my time" (Isaiah 39:8). I have a lot of 
respect for Mississippi Methodist pastor Donald Wildmon who left the 
security of pastoral ministry to found the American Family Association, 
which addresses the erosion of biblical morality in our land and the loss of 
individual Christian liberties such as public prayer and many others. There 
are a few watchmen on the walls. Not many. 
     20. We sometimes run ahead with our own thinking without waiting for 
(or believing) God’s opinion or directions (1 Ki 22:17-35). A great Bible 
example is Abraham’s forging ahead and having a child through Hagar 
instead of waiting on God for the miracle child promised through Sarah. 
This kind of tradeoff has produced many needless personal and 
congregational disasters. We must wait upon the Lord, especially when we 
have a sure word from Him. Sadly, it’s not even a concept in some 
churches to corporately ask God a real question and wait for a real 
answer. 
     21. We often exchange the obscurity needed for true spiritual growth for 
visibility we are not ready for. Our Savior was unknown to the world until 
He was 30. After that He only lived three years. The Bible suggests John 
the Baptist was in the desert from childhood until his revealing to Israel. 
After baptizing Jesus, it was back to obscurity. John said the Christ must 
increase but he must decrease. He understood obscurity. Philip baptized 
the Ethiopian and then disappeared. Today we would have given the 
Ethiopian one of our ministry brochures and told him we take electronic 
donations. No, Philip really disappeared. Jesus comes to us as a seed (1 
Pe 1:23). Seeds need the darkness of the womb of the earth to grow. How 
seeds grow we do not know (Mk 5:26-29). It is a mystery. Joseph was in 
the womb of the prison until he was 30, in God’s wisdom hidden from the 
world. God was fashioning a broken and obedient tool for the saving of 
nations. In Eph 3:9-10, Paul said the Church itself was God"s "mystery 
hidden for ages." 1 Peter 1:10-12 says the angels and prophets of old 
longed to look into the mystery of Christ but had to wait. God is in no hurry. 
Even after Paul’s conversion, it was 14 years before he was mainstreamed 
into major ministry. Of Jesus, scripture says when He came into the world 
He made himself of "no reputation" (Phil 2:7). There is a pattern here we 
must heed. Many rush into ministry today with a high powered degree, 
institutional credentials, or perhaps a gift of some kind, never knowing the 
death of obscurity. Indeed, an illegal trade. The principle here is the Law of 



Hiddenness and Manifestation. If we are not willing to be dead to self in 
Christ, we cannot fully manifest His life in public. True grace to minister is 
the exchanged life – our life for Christ’s. What precious formation of the 
soul are we short-circuiting to be seen or heard before our time...or before 
the time? Christ’s life is resurrection life. It only works on dead people. 
     22. We trade the true glory of God to save our human dignity. Isaiah 
walked around naked for three years at God’s command as a sign of the 
coming judgment on Egypt and Ethiopia (Isaiah 20:2-3). The Greeks and 
some other cultures did not object to exposing their bodies, but to a Jew 
public nakedness was very humiliating. Even so, Isaiah obeyed so God’s 
message could come forth plainly. He died a death to his pride so people 
could hear and see God.Can you think of ways we ‘cover’ ourselves in 
order to look good or ‘normal’ to others when God may be asking us to 
serve Him in weakness and transparency? There are times when others 
can see God in us much more powerfully through our weaknesses than 
through our strengths. The question is, are we willing to be used that way? 
God dealt with me on this issue recently as I was watching a Bobby 
Connor video. He is a folksy evangelist who gives very disorganized talks. 
I said to myself, I’d sure give him an F in English Composition! As soon as 
I said that, he stopped, smiled and said to his audience, "God told me if I 
tried too hard He wouldn’t show up." Zing! God really zapped me. Bobby 
had it right. He wasn’t the main event in ministry. He was just enjoying the 
people and waiting for the power of God to come into the meeting. A 
controversial ministry style, I guess, but miraculous things happen in 
Bobby Connor meetings. 
     Paul said something very similar to the Corinthians. He said he 
determined before he came to them not to make his message believable 
through enticing words or human wisdom – he was just going to tell them 
God’s truth with no frills. He said he would rather his words be "in 
demonstration of the Spirit and of power" (1 Co 2:4). We need to think 
about this in churches today as we labor to create some kind of 
atmosphere through decor, smooth speech, and expertly executed 
programs, having every second planned to a tee. When we make 
ourselves look good, talented, and effective, are we really making God 
look good? Not according to the Word.  
     God is quite clear with us on this point: He puts His light in clay pots, 
not in fine china (2 Co 4:7-12). According to Paul, He uses weak and 
trembling people "...so the surpassing greatness of the power will be of 
God and not of ourselves" (KJV). In 1 Corinthians Paul told the church he 
and his helpers had been called to be fools for Christ (4:10). God extends 
the same invitation to us. How about it? We have countless ways of 
covering ourselves, but the real Glory is seen when we move at God’s call 
with no confidence in our own strength. The Word assures us the 



foolishness of God is wiser than the wisdom of men (1 Co 2:5). The 
question is, do we believe that? Do we believe it enough to rest in God and 
stop drawing people to things we have built? 
     What do I mean? There’s nothing in the world truly heavenly except 
what has come down from heaven. Nothing can ascend to God except 
what comes from God. No one will go to heaven except those born of 
heaven. The Greek for Matthew 16:19 says, "Whatever you loose on earth 
will already have been loosed in heaven, and what you bind on the earth 
shall already have been bound in heaven." This is to say, God’s Kingdom 
is built from heaven downward, not from the earth upward by human 
strategies. Selah. Think on these things. 
     23. Will we trade future years of health for what we want to eat today? 
The body is the temple of the Holy Spirit. 
     24. The following trade is common in churches. We trade the free flow 
of the river of grace for a humanly managed trickle – that is, the gifts of 
God for control. Some years ago, I was in the evening service of a church, 
and at the end a man who had cancer went down and knelt at the altar 
seeking prayer for healing. The minister behind the altar looked around the 
sanctuary for a moment and asked every ordained minister in the house to 
come down and pray for the man. At the same time, there was a woman in 
the congregation well known to the minister and others for praying with the 
mind of God for others. She was ignored. Though the preacher honored 
his colleagues, and that was not a bad thing to do, that was not what the 
moment was about. It was a time to seek God’s mercy in a broken and 
faceless way. The purpose of position in the Church is not to have position. 
The purpose is to make straight the way of the Lord. That means making 
straight God’s access to His people and their access to Him. 
     In simple language, the swap was magnifying credentials over the work 
of the Holy Spirit. While this trade looks impressive publically, it can block 
the grace of God. The Lord has His own government of spiritual gifts in the 
Church; and His distribution is often without regard for title, position, or 
formal education. I know grace and position are not mutually exclusive, but 
they are also not the same thing. 
     In the Bible, the Pharisees get the prize for this kind trading. No matter 
how great the miracles Jesus did for needy people, the Pharisees denied 
Him because He was not one of them and God’s power was not moving 
through them. They felt Jesus’ ministry only subtracted from them as the 
spokespersons for God. As Jesus himself said, they actually oppressed 
the people to stay in the limelight (Matt 23:4). 
     The tendency of leaders to resist God’s grace if it does not flow through 
them or their own system is a widespread problem and unfortunately as 
destructive to leadership as it is to the people of God. In 1 Kings 22, Ahab, 
king of Israel, wanted to go to war against Aram and wanted to know if 



God would be with him. In God’s kindness, the king was led to Micaiah, an 
unrecognized but true prophet, but Micaiah told him his plans would end in 
disaster. Instead of recognizing that God was speaking through Micaiah, 
Ahab went to war at the word of the 400 prophets attached to his 
administration. He was then killed in the battle when an enemy arrow 
pierced his armor. 
     How can we break this sad pattern? I believe the answer is repentance 
and a high seriousness about what really serves the body of Christ. God 
gave the Church leaders so they could maintain a setting where the love 
and power of God could flow freely without the political barriers that control 
society. Making straight the way of the Lord often means knowing how to 
get out of His way. 
     It would benefit us to look quickly at how the first century Church 
decided who the grace of God was allowed to flow through. While the first 
Church certainly recognized authority, for the most part they experienced 
ministry authority horizontally in the flow of spiritual gifts between one 
another. Recognition was a practical affair. If someone had good character 
and preached effectively, then that person’s gift was confirmed. If a person 
prayed for the sick with success, that person’s church relied upon them for 
that grace. If people had a good track record in prophesying, they were 
allowed to prophesy. People’s ‘credentials’ to minister in any particular way 
were based on the apparent grace to do whatever it was they did. 
     We can see this principle clearly in Paul’s ministry. He said he was 
recognized by the other apostles "when they perceived the grace" that was 
upon him (Gal 2:9). The key word is "perceived." What God empowered 
Paul to do was readily apparent to others. They could see the fruit of his 
gift in the lives of others. Paul said his credentials were not on paper but 
written on the hearts of those he ministered to (2 Co 3:3). In the words of 
Proverbs 18:16, a man’s gift makes a way for him. Even Jesus said people 
should at least believe Him for the works that He did (John 14:11). 
     As we know, churches later began operating by the power they 
invested in positions more than by the gifts God invested in His people. 
The more churches invested authority in positions, the more people began 
to get ministry platforms greater than the grace they had to fill them; and 
people with wonderful gifts were increasingly marginalized because they 
did not have positions. Because of this shift, the demonstration of God’s 
grace in Christian fellowships gradually shrank until it matched what one 
official person was able to do. The mighty river that once flowed through 
the Church was now dammed for the power to run a religious system. 
Provision that once moved freely became a carefully packaged commodity. 
Though the people still liked the inspiring Bible stories about the old days 
when the river was pure and strong and many like Elijah, Moses, Peter and 
the apostles moved miraculously in its power, they didn’t want the dam 



torn down because it gave them so many comforts and conveniences – 
and meting out the water to people in tiny amounts was the source of so 
many jobs. 
     There will be much to judge when Jesus comes back because He will 
judge every use of power outside of relationship with Him and others. We 
were commissioned to be stewards of the River and its power for 
everyone’s healing and growth, but we apparently forgot that the life of a 
river is in its flow. 
     Finally, I want to say it was not at all my intention to ‘beat up’ on 
professional ministers in the opening example. Still, the message here is 
not sweet to our human ears. The fact is, when human controls block the 
life of God in a church, leadership is only part of the picture. The historical 
pattern is that the people themselves find security in the control and allow 
it. In Jeremiah’s description of the religious abuse of his day, he said, "my 
people love to have it so..." (5:31). Paul told the Corinthians when 
someone struck them in the face, they readily accepted it (2 Co11:20). 
When a church takes comfort in being controlled, it is actually the New 
Testament expression of the relationship between Saul and Israel. We 
know the history. Saul’s reign was one of ungodly codependence between 
him and the nation. Scripture is clear that the people wanted Saul more 
than they wanted God (1 Sam 8:7) even though He warned them Saul 
would abuse them (1 Sam 8:10-22). Bottom line: he used them and they 
used him. 
     It is not a fun thing to talk about, but from those days onward, the 
people of God have tended toward shepherd-sheep pacts in which both 
sides relate to each other out of their security needs, not out of what God 
was really saying to them. Leaders wanted people to look to them the way 
they should only look to God, and the sheep wanted strongmen to insulate 
them from the responsibility of a real time walk with Him (Ex 20:19). To this 
day, this leader-follower roleplaying is strong in the Church because it 
satisfies weaknesses in both parties, and it glues shepherd and sheep 
together in a bond that makes churches appear to be strong. But it is a 
spiritually broken unity because both sides are issuing each other’s ‘good 
report card,’ both sides fear losing the ‘rewards’ of the other, and few are 
willing to tell the truth and risk the rejection of the majority. 
  In these situations the Holy Spirit actually loses the ability to lead a 
church because shepherd and sheep are finding their needs met in each 
other. Unless there is true repentance, any real movement of God in such 
a group is viewed as an unwelcome intrusion. Just as a city water 
department is only interested in the water they can measure and sell – not 
the water that bypasses their system – churches in this condition are not 
concerned about the free flow of God’s river, but only the water they can 
package and control. Sadly, they take no note of anything God is doing 



that they are not doing. Many of us see various versions of this in our 
churches, and we are accountable for enabling it through our actions or 
our silence. As one writer said, "The Church has been stolen, and God 
wants it back." Are you willing to help? 
     As a spiritual exercise, we might want to start listing the wonderful 
things God is doing in the world today that never happen in our midst and 
then humbly ask God to show us what we as a church have traded those 
demonstrations of His grace for. It would be a time of reckoning. I am sure 
He would speak. In Francis Shaeffer’s words, He is there, and He is not 
silent. 
     25. Insider Trading: We can illegally trade on privileged information we 
get in the service of God. Satan did this. He was the covering cherub over 
the throne of God and could see into God’s plans to create a visible world 
and a race of beings who would inherit dominion over that paradise. 
However, he grew jealous when he saw he would have no position in the 
new kingdom. Trading on his inside information, he entered the new world 
to trick the man and the woman into giving their authority over the planet to 
him and joining his rebellion against their Creator. [This point paraphrased 
from the Mike Parsons ministry site.] 
     In ministering to others we often have access to sensitive information 
about their lives, needs, and personal weaknesses. It’s quite easy to 
inappropriately use what we know. 
     It seems innocent to us when we read the story, but when Joseph was 
in prison he interpreted the dream of Pharaoh’s cupbearer. He then hoped 
he had curried enough favor with the man that he would mention him to 
Pharaoh when he went back to the palace. As God would have it, the 
cupbearer promptly forgot Joseph. In short, Joseph was not allowed to use 
a revelation from God for personal gain. He spent two more years in 
prison, and then, when God wanted Joseph out of prison, the cupbearer 
remembered him to Pharaoh and he was released. 
     Gehazi, illegally traded on the privilege of serving the prophet Elisha. 
Elisha had refused Naaman’s offer of money and clothing after he was 
healed of leprosy, but Gehazi ran after the general and said his master had 
changed his mind and needed two talents of silver and two sets of clothing. 
Naaman gladly gave Gehazi what he wanted, but when he returned to 
Elisha, the prophet confronted him with his treachery. When Gehazi left the 
presence of Elisha, his skin was white with leprosy – his ‘reward’ for 
trading his service to Elisha for gain (2 Kings 5:20-27). 
     Temptation precedes illegal trading. Delilah tempted Samson, and the 
devil tempted Adam and Eve and Jesus. Sometimes Christians are offered 
incentives if they will support or oppose certain initiatives in a church. 
Years ago in a church I was offered a favor if I would oppose a pastor who 
was quite unpopular with a group. If I had done that, I would have traded in 



my stewardship of God’s house. We are all to guard a spiritual place where 
God’s Spirit is pleased to dwell, a place where He is not offended by our 
lives. 
     Illegal trading happens when we seek to meet our own need and draw 
from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil instead of the tree of life. 
The tree of the knowledge of good and evil represents our own personal 
estimation of good and evil. Both sides of this tree are bad because the 
tree represents our independent judgment of good and evil. 
     David said, "Search me thoroughly, O God, and know my heart; Try me 
and know my anxious thoughts; And see if there be any hurtful way in me, 
And lead me in the everlasting way" (Psalm 139:23-24). 
 
     *Note: I’m indebted to the Mike Parsons ministry site for the term "illegal 
trading" as he has applied it to our spiritual lives. The prayer of repentance 
below is also his. I do not endorse everything on his site but think his 
application of the term ‘illegal trading’ is inspired. 
 
Father I thank you that You have made a way 
For me to access your heavenly presence 
By faith I step in through the veil of Jesus, through the way of the cross 
Jesus, my high priest, I present myself to you in surrender as a living 
sacrifice 
I submit to the authority of the living word in my life 
I step through the veil of truth into the Holy Place 
I stand in the light of your truth 
I ask you to search me 
Reveal my blind self to me 
Show me the hidden motives of my heart 
Show me where I have followed the pathway 
Of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil 
Show me where I have accepted satan’s deceptions 
Reveal where I have followed earthly, natural or demonic wisdom 
To meet my own needs 
Show me where I have traded 
By taking the shortcut to gratification 
Through success, money, position, influence or power 
Show me where I received my identity 
From performance, work or ministry 
Show me where I have formed relationships 
To meet my own needs 
For love, acceptance, affirmation and approval 
Show me where I have sought to meet my own needs 
Through humanism and rationalism 



Following the forbidden pathway of self 
I submit and surrender my life 
To following the pathway of the tree of life as my source 
I commit myself to a lifestyle of repentance for all negative trading 
I repent of the patterns of sin in my heart 
I commit myself to a lifestyle of renunciation of all negative trading 
I renounce my sin where I have followed the pathway 
Of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil 
As my way of life 
I renounce all my defense, coping and survival mechanisms 
Give me revelation of my true identity as a son of God 
Give me a heart secure in its identity 
Renew my mind to the mind of Christ 
Meet all my unmet needs in yourself 
Heal all my unhealed hurts 
Restore my soul to original condition 
I receive your unconditional love, 
Acceptance, affirmation, and approval 
From the source of the tree of life 
I stand transparent naked and unafraid before you 
I hear you say ‘I see you and I love you’ 
I receive your value, esteem and worth 
I choose to follow the pathway 
That leads to my source, the tree of life, Jesus 
I step back into this realm to walk in the ways of your kingdom 
Manifest your glory through me on earth as it is in heaven 
So I will fulfill my eternal destiny. Amen.	  


